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As this issue of Carolina Planning presents, 
communities across North Carolina are developing 
innovative ways to link transportation and economic 
development and create transport networks that meet 
citizens’ needs.  The solutions are diverse, but the overall 
focus has shifted from mobility, as an end in itself, to 
accessibility.  Charlotte has emphasized investment in 
light rail coupled with new development around stations. 
Wilmington is developing a plan to make streets safer and 
more comfortable for walking and biking.  Asheville is 
considering placing workforce housing near downtown to 
decrease commute times.
These examples are impressive and have received 
national attention as models for other American cities 
and towns.  However, the current governance structure 
for roads in North Carolina hampers efforts to make local 
decisions for further progress.  Roads that in many other 
states fall under the jurisdiction of counties, cities, or towns 
are instead under the jurisdiction of the North Carolina 
Department of Transportation (NCDOT).  This situation is 
a legacy of the Great Depression when local communities 
had little to no capacity to maintain roads and the State 
stepped in to do the job.  Now, the responsibility for 
maintaining these roads presents a major fiscal challenge 
to NCDOT.  At the same time, it presents a challenge to 
local communities, particularly in urban areas.  Places 
like Charlotte and Wilmington have developed innovative 
visions for how they want their streets to function.  These 
communities envision safe streets that move high volumes 
of traffic while simultaneously accommodating bikes 
and pedestrians, and they have put forth great effort 
into developing guidelines to make the vision a reality. 
However, without communities having full, or even shared, 
control of streets in their jurisdiction, it can be difficult to 
create the road network they need.  
Creating options for local communities to assume 
control of roads in their jurisdiction could provide benefits 
to communities and the state.  The process could decrease 
the time and costs to carry out transportation projects. 
Currently, most projects require vetting by local and state 
transportation engineers.  This is costly and redundant 
and frequently leads to confusion and frustration.  The 
state could also benefit.  NCDOT plays a critical role 
in maintaining the state’s competitiveness in goods 
movements and ensuring safe and rapid travel across the 
state.  Reducing its concerns with local traffic issues would 
allow state government to devote more resources to these 
broader strategic issues.  
Giving communities control of their roads would 
not compromise safety.  The Institute of Transportation 
Engineers and the American Association of State Highway 
and Transportation Officials publish guides that establish 
standards for roads.  These standards are designed to 
ensure safety while allowing flexibility to meet local 
conditions.  Of course, the key challenge with increasing 
local control of roads is a fiscal one.  Most municipalities, 
particularly in the current economic environment, would 
be reluctant to accept control of local roads and the 
associated maintenance costs without some revenues from 
the state.  There are solutions, however.  For example, 
other states have provided block grants for maintenance 
to municipalities.  This makes budgeting easier at the state 
level and allows communities more control.  
North Carolina should consider pilot programs to give 
interested municipalities more control over their roads. 
Such steps would ensure that North Carolina communities 
continue to be national leaders in developing innovative 
transportation solutions while allowing the state to focus 
on strategic issues related to economic development.
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